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ILLEGAL PRESCRIPTION DRUG THREAT

lllegal Prescription Drug Threat

Over the last two decades, the abuse of controlled prescription drugs (CPDs) has become an increasingly
critical public health problem in the U.S.* During the 1970s and 1980s, the numbers of persons using
CPDs for non-medical purposes (not prescribed or not as prescribed) remained relatively stable, but began
to rise in the 1990s, most dramatically for opioid pain relievers and sedatives. By 2010, an estimated 20%
of the US population aged 12 and older (52M persons) admitted to non-medical use of CPDs at some
point in their lives, and 6% within the past year.> Admission rates for treatment for opiates other than
heroin increased by over 300% between 1996 and 2006 and the number of visits to the emergency
department for the misuse or abuse of pharmaceuticals increased by over 100% between 2004 and
2011.%*

Numbers of drug overdose deaths increased almost 300% between 1995 and 2012 and now exceed traffic
accidents as the leading cause of death in the United States.® Thirty-nine percent of those deaths in 2012
involved opioid analgesics.® Since 2001, deaths from prescription opioids have been twice as frequent as
deaths from heroin and cocaine overdoses combined.” These trends paralleled the rapid growth in
physicians’ prescribing federally scheduled CPDs. Between 1997 and 2006, the volume of oxycodone
dispensed by retail pharmacies increased 678%, hydrocodone (e.g., Vicodin) by 225%, and amphetamines
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